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Canada’s Aboriginal artists are found in every corner of the country and in all artistic 
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disciplines. The objects, movements, words and sounds of Aboriginal artists and arts 
Organizations resonate with wider and wider audiences and reflect an art that, while 
rooted in the past, is resolutely looking forward. The winter issue of For the Arts takes 


a look at what's happening in Aboriginal art. 
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by Ryan Rice 


“NOW 1S THE TIME TO RECOGNIZE AN ABORIGINAL ART 
HISTORY THAT STANDS ON ITS OWN.” 


When I'first heard the famous quote by Métis leader Louis Riel,“My people will sleep for 100 years, and when they awake it 
will be the artists who give them back their spirit,” | hesitated to acknowledge its significance because | Col(o Mnro}al dave\valin) 
what context it was mentioned. At the end of the year 2001 and over 100 years later, | am able to accept the statement for 
all it’s worth. Riel was wise in foreseeing that Aboriginal artists would take an active role in establishing and reinforcing 
cultural components within our communities, through the sharing of knowledge, spirituality, hice lidvodpne-lave Miiararen Z-14(o)n 
Aboriginal art and artists secure this strong position by maintaining a cultural foundation. At the same time, they build upon 


its strength and flourish at a national level. 


The presence of Aboriginal art exemplifies our nationhood and our culcure, as well as 


Canada’s, with pride and dignity. Itis the artists who activate our senses by creating objects, 





movements, words and sounds thar continuea legacy of beauty, heritage and narrative. With 
this power and vision, Aboriginal artists have the awesome ability to transport us ro the past, 
the presenrand the future. The knowledgeand lessons derived within each artistic discipline 
allow our communities and a wider mainstream audience to appreciate and understand our 
cosmological ties to being native to our place. 

Now is the time to recognize an Aboriginal art history that stands on its own. Aboriginal 
art embodies historical, communal and individual perspectives that blend and amalgamate 
fundamental principles of arc theory (linear) and traditional knowledge (non-linear) 
without hesitation. Our creativity is therefore independent and diverse — much more than 
Furo-Canadian/American scholars, historians and crities still care to recognize and define. 
Nevertheless, the blueprints for accepting our practise have been adjusted in institutions like 
the Canada Council for the Arts, artist-run centres and artistic spaces from coast to coast. 


Programming and funding of Aboriginal arts— visual, literary and performance art, dance, 





music, theatre and the media arts —are responding to the realities and diversity of Canadian 
society; were still here. In order to maintain our presence, Aboriginal arcists constantly look 
back in order to look forward. By navigating through time we revisit the origins of our artis- 
tic expression that we now refer to as traditional or cultural. It is from this essential position 
thar we also permit our creativity to be contemporary, Aboriginal artists continue to adapt 


and borrow tools for survival, and with these technologies, many of us maintain an equal 


footing in a competitive globalized environment. Nation to Nation's Gyherpowwow 2K is 


YAN RICE IS CURATORIAL ASSISTANT AT THE INDIAN ARTS CENTRE AT INDIAN AND NORTHERN AFFAIRS CANADA IN HULL AS WELL AS A PRACTISING ARTIST 


an example of the ongoing experimental relationship benween art and technology that 
encompasses our imagination, stories and abilities to communicate in global and) cyber 
spaces and that can only enhance our traditions. In other disciplines, music and/dance fuse 
tribal and synthesized beats with movement, venturing into wildly new interpretive pieces. 
Theatre and literature continue to transcend storytelling and oral tradition, and) the visual 
arts allow beauty to take shape and act as mnemonic devices. 

The year 2001 brought feclings of joy in reaction to the array of accolades bestowed upon 
Aboriginal artists, in particular Inuit filmmaker Zacharias Kunulk, whose film Atananjuar 
The Fast Runner was vored best first feature at the Cannes Festival (see summer 2001 issue of 


For the Art) and is Canada’s entry in the Academy Awards’ foreign film category, Itis clearly 





evident thata positive Aboriginal artistic presence can be found across the nation. Though we 
still feel our absence, we are committed to exercising and sharing our spirit. Filmmakers like 


Kent Monkman, Shelley Niro and others bring a much needed viewpoint to film festivals. 





It is also comforting to see thar Aboriginal theatre is nor limited to Toronto. Iris exciting to 
find many Aboriginal artists included! in fringe, music and performance festivals across the 
country. Aswe flip through art magazines we see more and more venues exhibiting Aboriginal 


artists. Even though we don't regularly see Aboriginal arts in mainstream institutions and 





media, nor see ie at mega cineplexes, our voices are being heard and our visions are being seen. 





Through the dissemination of our invigorating creativity, Aboriginal artists in all disciplines 





will continue to forge ahead with a positive outlook, The combined experiences of Aboriginal 
artists will define the furure of the niche we eall our own, 


Riel would be proud, 
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Depicting 
Fora visual artist, what is the equivalent of the writer’s blank page? 
While we have yet to find a formulaic description for the torments 
of creation in the visual arts, Aboriginal artists have at least clearly 
identified a post-creation problem: their absence on the arts scene. 
The problem has finally been acknowledged as both real and 
serious, and it is now generally recognized that there is an urgent 
need to compensate for this absence with strong representation 
of Aboriginal arts and artists in museums, galleries, art schools 
and other venues. When the Canada Council for the Arts awarded 
‘one of the first grants in its program, Assistance to Aboriginal 
Curators for Residencies in Visual Arts, to Jim Logan, its intention 
was to add one of the missing links to the visual arts chain. 

Jim Logan was able to develop his curatorial knowledge during 
a residency at the Art Gallery of Nova Scotia. But more importantly, 
as an Aboriginal artist, he was able to experience first-hand the 
gap that separates institutions and Aboriginal artists. In his 
residency report, Logan wrote that from the moment he arrived at 
the gallery, he sensed that he had become the connection 
between the institution and the Aboriginal arts community. 
The gallery saw him as a privileged source of information who 
would help make up for certain shortfalls, while the community, 
skeptical about the openness of an institution it had perceived as 
monocultural, hoped he would help them break into the hallowed 
halls of exhibition. From 1999 to 2001, Logan mounted three 
exhibitions, wrote a monthly column in the Mikmaq Maliseet 
Nation News, and carried out a methodical and clear-sighted 
analysis of the situation of Aboriginal visual arts. He concluded that 
the need to present Aboriginal art within native communities and 
Canadian institutions was urgent and pressing 

Last September, the ArtGallery of Nova Scotia openedits brand 


NeW First Nations Gallery, with Jim Logan as its associate curator 
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First giant steps 

For anyone who hopes to make a real contribution to development 
in the arts, presentation and promotion are where it’s at.In 1993, 
actor, storyteller, publisher, writer and dancer Sandra Laronde 
founded Native Women in the Arts, an organization offering 
services in the arts adapted to the needs of female artists in 
Aboriginal communities. Countless meetings, publications and 
discussion workshops held since its founding have demonstrated 
beyond a doubt the value of the organization as Well as the unique 
energy of female Aboriginal creation. 

Last spring in Toronto, Native Women in the Arts was involved in 
Seed 2Stage,a forum for Aboriginal dancers.As the first projectof its 
kind in Ontario, there were great expectations for Seed 2 Stage, and 
the event responded by presenting the unexpected — in particular 
its closing performance. Spectators, who had literally invaded the 
hall, discovered some of the multiple sources of inspiration for 
Aboriginal dance (Zapotec, Mexican, Ojibway, Greenlandic Inuit) 
They left hoping that Aboriginal dance would soon find its way 
onto majorstages. 

In its brief history, Native Women in the Arts has published 
more than 155 works by female Aboriginal authors. Last fall, it won 
a prize for My Home As Remember (a work edited by Lee Maracle 
and Sandra Laronde) from the Wordcraft Circle of Native Writers 
and Storytellers at the 10" annual Festival of Native Writers and 
Storytellers, “Returning the Gift,"in Oklahoma. At the same festival, 
Kegedonce Press, from the Cape Croker Reserve in Ontario, 
received an award from Wordcraft Circle for its commitment to 
native writers and storytellers, 

In February of this year, Sandra Laronde was artistic director of 
Caribou Song, a dance-drama for the family by Tomson Highway, 
presented with the Toronto Symphony Orchestra and Red Sky 


Performance Theatre. 
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No longer voices in the wilder 





Gertain cultural activities can reach levels of intensity so powerful 
they create shock waves that can actually transform and reshape 
the cultural landscape. 

In Nunavut, the community of Igloolik, while small in terms of 
population, has quickly become a major cultural centre. A driving 
force there has been Iglooliklsuma Productions, which has become 
celebrated internationally with the success of the film Atanarjuat. 
IsUma also launched the Tarriaksuk Video Centre and the Inuusiq 
theatre workshop for youth, There are also the Unikaatuatiit 
Theatre Troupe and Arnait Video Productions, the latter created to 
give voice to Inuit women. Arnait achieved recognition of its own 
it won the prize for best video, for Ningiura (My Grandmother), 
at the 2001 international media arts festival imagiNATIVE. It is 
now producing Anana, by co-founder Mary Kunuk. 

In Montreal, Land InSights, an organization that promotes 
Aboriginal culture, has opened up creative possibilities for the 
Aboriginal peoples of the three Americas. Its multi-faceted 
First Peoples’ Festival provides a multitude of venues for the 
expression, and affirmation, of Aboriginal film and video artists, 
musicians, Visual and other artists. It has also led to the creation of 
active networks for the transmission of Aboriginal creativity. 
Because of its work that cuts across cultural boundaries, Land 
InSights, along with the Pointe-a-Calliére Museum, received the 
Prix Jacques-Couture for exceptional achievement in intercultural 


relations in 2001 
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Last winter, For theArts reportedonther 





sounding success enjoyed by Willie Dunn, Lucie Idlout, Kanenhi:io, Calvin Vollrath and Whitefish Jrs.at WOMEX 2000, the 


Worldwide Music Expo held in Berlin, and on the numerous festival engagements confirmed for these artists in countries including England, Italy and Malaysia, 


in the summer, the newsletter featured an interview with now famous Inuit filmmaker Zacharias Kunuk, whose Atanarjuat continues to garner awards. These 


were notisolated events — more and more, Aboriginal artists are being hailed around the world. For the Arts invites you to join us ona global tourofAboriginal art. 


The North American continent 
Founded by Robert Redford, the Sundance Institute has supported indepen- 
dent Aboriginal artists for many years. Its programs have invariably offered 
the best indigenous artists several opportunities to showcase their talents. 
In January 2002 at the Sundance Film Festival, six Aboriginal filmmakers from 
Canada presented their work in the Native Forum. Of the group, three had 
already received Canada Council assistance, including Dennis Jackson, who 
presented Christmas at Wapos Bay; Jules Karatechamp (also known by 
pseudonyms such as Clint Star and Clint Alberta) presented’ Miss 507; 
and Dana Claxton presented The People Dance. As well, Jules Karatechamp 
Was among the 11 artists who participated in the January 2002 Screenwriters 
Lab in Sundance Village, Utah. 

Thanks to technological exploration, Aboriginal filmmakers and video 
artists now offer works to the world that sometimes illustrate or contem- 
porize traditions, other times deliver incisive sociological, historical’ and 


political commentary, and always present images that are unforgettable. 


The European continent 

In 1997, lan Ross became the first Aboriginal playwright to win a Governor 
General's Literary Award for his play foreWel, Such an achievement invariably 
leads to great expectations, and the enormously talented lan Ross has 


succeeded in meeting them on several fronts. 


In Winnipeg, Ross is considered a sort of “Robin of the airwaves: His 
fadio program Joe from Winnipeg sequed into the publication of a book 
and an audiocassette, with profits going to a food bank and a fund that 
allows economically challenged young people to pursue theatre studies 
Last summer, the international theatre community discovered his unique 
combination of creative strength and humanity, At the Edinburgh Fringe 
Festival, lan Ross and Winnipeg's Prairie Theatre Exchange presented 
foreWel to enthusiastic critical acclaim. At first, there were doubts about the 
feception native theatre would receive from a foreign public, but Ross was 
convinced that his play touched on universal concerns, and the numerous 
spectators attested to the accuracy and perceptiveness of his representation 
of the world. 

In 2002, lan Ross will present Bereavd of Light at the Studio Theatre, 
the Stratford Festival's new exploratory theatre space, 


Still in Europe... moving north 

Traditional throat-singing is not a solo art, but onein which two persons con- 
tract their throat muscles to create other-worldly sounds. Tanya Tagaq Gillis, a 
young artist from Cambridge Bay, Nunavut, decided to do the unthinkable 
and sing solo when she was studying art in Nova Scotia and could not find 
a singing partner, Her audacity paid off: Tanya Tagaq Gillis brought new 
dimensions to the technique and’ style, and breathed an exceptional 


“Nothing is lost and yet everything is cre 
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thythm and modernity into this extraordinary form. Originality always 
finds its mate, and in fall’ 2001, Gillis signed up with the latest tour by 
Iceland's equally unique diva, Bjork. The combination of the two was a 
fabulous success, and the bridge between the Nordic countries and Nunavut 
now seems to be firmly established for Tanya Tagaq Gillis: with a grant from 
the Canada Council, she will be making a Norwegian tour in 2002. 


The Australian continent 

{n the spirit of the “Group of Seven Indians,” the Winnipeg artist-run centre 
Urban Shaman provides support to Aboriginal artists, curators and producers 
at all phases of their careers through training and education initiatives, 
programs and exhibitions. This clearinghouse for contemporary Aboriginal 
arts, which has already had an impact at the provincial and national levels, 
tecently expanded its mandate to embrace the international community with 
Blanketled), a collaborative exhibition between Canadian and Australian 
artists. Organized and'prepared by Australia’s Jonathan Jones and Canada’s 
Catherine Mattes, Blanketfed) sheds new light on the ways in which 
indigenous cultures have often been crushed, as well as the icons that 
symbolize their cultural survival. The collaboration between Urban Shaman 
and the Boomalli Aboriginal Artists’ Cooperative of Sydney revealed an 
Aboriginal visual arts practice that is firmly determined to give voice to its 
cultural diversity, 
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All of the Canada Council for the Arts’ programs are open to Aboriginal artists and arts organizations, and some programs in each discipline address these ind! 


organizations exclusively, Because support to Aboriginal artsis one of 
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jiduals and 





ecretariat. With input from the Aboriginal Arts 


Advisory Committee (made up of artists Joane Cardinal-Schubert, Mathew Nunqgingag, Sose Onahsakenrat, Karen Pheasant, Suzanne Rochon Burnett and Richard Van Camp), 





the 


retariat takes the lead in recommending policies, programs, strategic initiatives and budgets to support Aboriginal Peoples! artistic practices in all arts disciplines 


In 2002, four new Aboriginal officers will be joining the Council's team. In practical terms, this means that there will now be one Aboriginal officer for each arts discipline, 


and the Secretariat, which until now has had a single co-ordinator, will benefit from an officer Who speaks Inuktitut, Aboriginal artis 





eady a significant presence in the 


assessment committees that participate in the grant decision-making process, are an essential constituent part of the Canada Council 


When asked about the latest trends in the realm of Aboriginal arts, the 
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Acting Co-ordinator lan Reid said that“Nothing is lost and yet everything is 





He was alluding to the diversity of practices and the fresh wind of collaboration that is blowing through the community 


Arts traditions handed down through the generations 
Tom Poulsen (from Fort Macleod, Alberta) is a weaver both literally and 
figuratively: his basketry, shows an exceptional mastery of Aboriginal 
Weaving traditions, and his practice is grounded in constant research that 
leads him to weave ties with other craft artists, including those in the new 
generation, whom he has been teaching on a regular basis. Beginning with 
hisinitiation into weaving river cane and pine needles, Tom Poulsen’s journey 
has made him a repository for the traditional Aboriginal art of basketry. 
He was recently chosen by two elders in the Blackfoot-Cherokee community 
in northern Georgia as the artistic heir of the legendary Fire Bringer tradition. 
Jerry King and his 96-year-old mother wanted to bequeath their knowledge 
to the Alberta artist, for they consider that his work reveals a mastery of 
the art similar to that of their ancestor, from 150 years ago. The almost 
Mythical technique of the Fire Bringer is thought to be at the origins of 
basket-weaving, and for the rare few familiar with it, it represents a taboo, 
since its basic materials are cat tails, food of the alligators. 


Interdisciplinary creation explores the origin of myths 
lf We could take a count ofall the elements that subconsciously lead us to form 
4 given thought or perform a given action, we'd be astonished to discover that 


our identity is not as unique as we might believe, but is often enmeshed in 
the workings of a certain determinism. Sometimes, a multidisciplinary artist 
comes along who combines words, gestures and images in a performance that 
shakes the masses out of their customary torpor. Reona Brass is such an artist. 
A native of Regina who now lives in Toronto, Reona Brass practices her art in 
the imperative mode of action... and reaction. The evocative names of her 
solo or group performances — A Gathering for Her, Burn and Peril of Truth — are 
indicative of the issues at play in her artistic process. In exploring Aboriginal 
and non-Aboriginal worlds, as well as myths and rituals — especially those of 
the Saulteaux and the Cree — Reona Brass explores the notions of female 
identity, power and culture so that observers may achieve a state of con- 
sciousness that provides the feminine keys to the human universe, 

Gathering for Her will be presented at the Native Canadian Centre 


in Toronto on March 23, 2002. 


Interdisciplinary practice often intersects with the aims of community intervention. 
The Suffering — The Story of the Déné Uranium Ore Carriers, both a forum and an exhibit 
‘ona Déné tragedy, was a rich social and artistic experimentin this vein. [ssue number 
three of For the Arts described this multi-media exhibit by media artist and environ- 
mental advocate Cindy Kenny-Gilday of the Northwest Territories. The article can be 


seen on the Council's website. 


Let the show go on. 

For more than 16 years, Aboriginal theatre artists and organizations have 
participated in the dissemination of a genre with multiple practices, lying 
at the crossroads of tradition and modernity. It therefore comes as no surprise 
that ‘tradition’ and ‘modernity’ were the rallying themes for the 3% National 
Gathering of Aboriginal Theatres, held during the 2001 Theatre Festival of 
the Americas. 

Organized’ by the Montreal group Ondinnok, a driving force in profes- 
sional Aboriginal theatre in Quebec since 1985, the gathering Was an occasion 
for in-depth reflection on the current situation of Aboriginal theatre and 
the need to strengthen its foundations through co-operative projects. Asa 
model of pan-Ganadian cooperation, Ondinnok presented Copper Thunderbird 
at the Festival, a production inspired by the life of the great Ojibway painter 
Norval Morrisseau ina collaboration between Ondinnok founder Yves Sioui 
Durand, Ojibway painter Robert Houle of Toronto, visual artist Edward Poitras 
of Regina, artistic director Keith Turnbull of the Banff Centre for the Arts and 
writer Marie Clements of Vancouver. 

Under the banner of collaboration, Aboriginal theatre artists pursue a 
double goal — the affirmation of an artistic vision that is unique to Aboriginal 


Cultures, and the sustained development of Aboriginal theatre. 


News and Updates 





New Council funding allocated 


New Canada Council funding announced by the federal government last spring will boost 


the Council's direct support to artists and arts organizations by more than $23 million per 


year for the next three years. The new funds include an increase of $14.1 million per yearin 


grants to arts organizations and an additional $7.4 million per year for individual artists, 


including a $1 million per year increase in Public Lending Right payments to authors. 


The new money will be divided among the various artistic disciplines, with particular 
emphasis on capacity-building, audience development and projects which bring together 
| artistsandthe broadercommunity,including youth initiatives.The Councils Outreach program, 
which assists artists in marketing athomeand abroad, willincrease by $1 million peryear. 


| Theincrease in support for individual artists includes new $40,000 fellowships for estab- 





lished artists and more money for travel grants, commissions and residencies. An additional 


| $1.5 million per year will go to culturally-diverse arts organizations.$800,000 per year will go 


Prix de Rome, Ronald Thom and Sylva Gelber Award 
winners announced 


Two young Montreal architectural collectives have won prestigious Ganada Council awards 


to Aboriginal artists and arts organizations,and the Council will also hire four new Aboriginal 


arts officers. 


| See: www.canadacouncilica/news/pressreleases 
| = in architecture. The $34,000 Prix de Rome, enabling the winner to pursue independent 





7 work in an apartment-studio in Rome, goes to Atelier in situ and architects Annie Lebel, 
7 i i Hj] Geneviéve L'Heureux and Stéphane Pratte. The $10,000 Ronald J. Thom Award for Early 
Design Achievement goes to MEDIUM, composed of Tom Yu, Mike Kaltsas and Patrick Evans 
(pictured above). Also, 24-year-old pianist David Jalbert is the winner of the $15,000 
Sylva Gelber Foundation Award for 2001 for most talented artist under 30 in classical 
music. Jalbert is currently studying at the Juilliard School in New York. 


See: www.canadacouncil.ca/news/pressreleases 








The arts and sciences forge links 


The Canada Council has launched two research initiatives in the arts and sciences in 





partnership with the Narural Sciences and Engineering Research Council (NSERC) and 





the National Research Council of Canada (NRC). The Council hopes to develop joint 
explorations of diverse avenues of creativity, ultimately leading to the creation of new 


General Idea 


The work of the artists collective General Idea (AA Bronson, the late Jorge Zontal and the late 


applications. The New Media Initiative with NSERC is directed co artists, scientists and 
engineers who want to collaborate on projects involving art and science or engineering. 
5,000 Artist-in-Residence for Research Fellowships will suppore independent 
rch at an NRC 





Felix Partz) has been recognized with this year’s Bell Canada Award in Video Art. The 





established artists in any artistic discipline who wish to undertake res 





Photo:artists viewing Test Pattern: TV Dinner Plates from the 1984 Miss General Idea Pavillion, 


1988 (by Tohru Kogure). See: www.canadacouncil.ca/news/pressreleases institute. See: www,canadacouncil.calnews/pressreleases 
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Appointments 


David V.H. Lui of Vancouver has been appointed to the board of the Canada Council, Over the last30 years, Mr.Lui has produced countless dance, musicand theatrical 


Council for the Arts. It is posted on the Council's web site at 


wvnw.canadacouncil.ca 


ISSN 1488-8912 
performances. He was founding artistic director of the Canadian International Dragon Boat Festival and a founding board member of the British Columbia Arts 


Editors: Lolita Boudreault, Terry O'Grady Council. Russell Kelley has been appointed head of the Music Section of the Council. A former professional musician, Mr. Kelley was most recently acting executive 


Contributors: 


Valérie Truong, Donna Balkan. David Schimpsky 


director of the Culture Division of Nova Scotia's Department of Tourism and Culture; he was the founding director of the Nova Scotia Arts Council. 
(issue 08).A special note of thanks for their 





contributions is extended to lan Reid) Paul 





Seesequasis and Gerri Trimble. 
Manon Bégin, 
Lacroix, Susan Rodocanachi 


Translation: ichel Desrosiers, Suzanne 


For the Record: Richard B.Wright 


Sa Aer ea Richard B. Wright, on winning the 2001 Governor General's 


For a free printed copy, contact award for fiction for Clara Callam: “If... fiction reflects human 





suzanne.tousignant@canadacouncil.ca a Ss 
experience in an honest and authentic manner, ix may provide a 


orat the address below. 
pathway into a better understanding of ourselves and others. 


Please let us know your views: 
Lolita Boudreault or Terry O'Grady 

For the Arts 

The Canada Council for the Arts 

P.O. Box 1047, Ottawa, Ontario K1P SVB 

Tel 1-800-263-5588, ext. 4127; or (613) 566-4414, ext.4127 
Fax: (613) 566-4407 E-mail: terry.ogrady@canadacouncil.ca 


Jolito.boudreault@canadacouncil.ca 


For information on Council programs, 
contact the Arts Services Unit, e-mail:info@eanadacouneilica 
or fax (613) 566-4390 
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And despite the doubters, there seems to be within all of us an 
inescapable need for narrative; in whatever form we receive them, 
stories areas necessary to our emotional health as companionship 
and loye.... Without words we are reduced in our capacity 
to endure vicissitudes or express our wonder at being alive, The 
English writer Edwin Muir once wrote, ‘life isa difficult country 


and our home.’ Perhaps the most reliable map for making our 





through this difficult country are the stories and poems, 
the plays and films that honestly examine and celebrate this 
sometimes frightening and often wondrous journey,” 


See: wu canadacouncil.calprizeslegla 
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BRUCE ROBERTS FLASHES A BIG SMILE UPON RECEIVING THE GOVERNOR 
GENERAL'S LITERARY AWARD FOR ILLUSTRATION IN CHILDERN'S LITERATURE, 
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